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inherited Indo-Persian concept of poetry with what they 
understood to be the contemporary English once: a 
Wordsworth-like vision of "natural" poetry. 

If Wordswothian poetry was the touchstone of 
naturalness, however, the whole Indo-Muslim poetic tradition 
was bound to appear "unnatural" in comparison — not just 
literarily decadent, artificial, and false, but morally suspect as 
well. And if, as many English writers argued, poetry was 
inevitably a mirror of society, then the cultural for must go 
much deeper. The result was sweeping, internally generated 
indictment with which Urdu speakers have been struggling 
ever since. A History of Urdu Literature was reprinted in 
1984, shortly before its author's death, in an expanded second 
edition. Professor Sadiq added much new material; but he did 
not change a word of his harsh attack on the ghazal. 

The present study has three parts in the first part I locate 
the lives of my two central characters, Azad and Hali, within 
their cultural and literary setting; in the second part I seek to 
reconstruct the orally transmitted poetic concepts that Azad 
and Hali inherited -- concepts that are now little known and 
even less understood; in the third part I analyze the new 
anticlassical poetics that Azad and Hali defined with such 
urgency and power. 

I hope, of course, that this book will be useful to lovers 
of Urdu literature both here and in South Asia, and to scholars 
of North Indian culture and history. But I have also tried my 
best to make the subject as vivid and interesting to others as it 
is to me. I will be delighted if people who know little or 
nothing about Urdu literature can find in this book a starting 
point. For this reason, I have included not only a glossary of 
key literary terms, but also an appendix containing an example 


of ghazal, literally translated and with its parts explained. 
Also for this reason, I have used English sources whenever 
possible, so that the reader can consult them independently; 
usually, however, there aren't any, and in such cases all 

This story takes place in North India only a little over a 
century age, he blind of an eye in historical time. Worlds were 
in collision. The powerful momentum of the advancing 
British Raj encountered the political inertia of the declining 
Mughal Empire. The irresistible force met the heretofore 
immovable object — and rolled over it. Azad and Hali, 
survivors of this great historical collision, were absolutely 
determined that their literature — and with it their culture — 
would not die from the shock. Their urgent attempts at triage, 

successful. But their larger purpose was achieved. The lndo- 
Muslim community survived its darkest hours, learned to play 
the new game by the new rules, and was able once again to 
face the future with purpose and hope. New, a century later, it 
can consider reclaiming some of the best achievements of the 
old game. 

Our own generation can take pride in a widening rage of 
cultural encounters that has opened over time to more and 
more people. We expect cultures to clash, and we try to 
appreciate the dissonances. But we also know that (as Azad 
put it) "if you examine the temperaments of individual men 
who live thousands of mile apart and in countries with 
different characters, you will see, since human nature is one, to 
what extent their thoughts resemble each other's". Across the 
continents and the decades 1 solute Azad and Hali: with their 
s to the wall, they had the courage to fight for survival 


backs 



and renewal. They tried desperately to recognize their culture 
into lines of defense that could resist the Victorian onslaught. 
Ev^n when they attached their own poetry most bitterly, their 


love for it was never in doubt. 


And even when I disagree with 


them most strongly, I know that they would understand my 
own larger purpose. For we can now see that the poetry itself 
has stood firm over time. The Victorians are dead, and the 

Or at least, the British Victorians are dead; but many 
South Asian Victorians remain. They view the ghazal through 
the special distorting lenses provided by Azad and Hali — yet 
in many cases, such is the power of the poetry, they guiltily- 
find themselves loving it anyway. This book is dedicated to 
the memory of Azad and Hali, and to everyone who loves 
classical Urdu Poetry. For nowadays cultures belong to those 
who choose them. And I am proud to consider myself an heir 
to the rich and inexhaustible tradition of the ghazal. 
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